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The Conversation Analytic Role-play Method:  
Simulation, endogenous impact and interactional nudges 
 
This chapter will show how ethnomethodological theory, and its related conversation analytic 
method, can be used in innovative and effective ways to develop change-making applied 
research and intervention. It is located in debates about application in ethnomethodology, 
broadly, and conversation analysis, more specifically. Ethnomethodologists and conversation 
analysts aim to reveal the order and organization of social interaction – talk and embodied 
conduct – in both domestic and workplace or organizational settings. In so doing, they reveal 
the tacit knowledge that people display as they progress through courses of action. 
Ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts can identify, by examining the different ways 
people design social actions (e.g., requests, questions, offers, explanations), the endogenous 
impact of those different designs on the trajectory and outcome of the complete encounter 
(e.g., whether or not a patient agreed to take medication; whether or not a caller to a service 
became a client). They can, therefore, establish what works and is what is less effective in 
communicative encounters, akin to an identifying an interactional ‘nudge’.  
We start by charting the development and theoretical underpinnings of conversation 
analysis, before moving on to discuss application and intervention. We describe traditional 
forms of communication training and their basis in simulation, and show how these forms 
may be fundamentally challenged by conversation analysis. The chapter’s applied example is 
the Conversation Analytic Role-play Method (CARM), a method for turning research 
findings into communication training. We will explore how, in developing and delivering 
CARM training, the academic acts as a ‘cultural broker’ between academic conversation 
analysts and practitioners; between those who produce knowledge about a setting and those 
whose setting it is. A key question within such debates is whether or not using the methods 
and empirical findings of conversation analytic research can be used to deliver practitioner 
and user interventions ‘without compromise’. 
 
Conversation analysis and theory  
 
Conversation analysis (CA) emerged in the 1960s and 70s in the work of the American 
sociologist, Sacks, and his colleagues Schegloff and Jefferson. Sacks’s aim was to develop an 
alternative to mainstream sociology: an observational science of society that could be 
grounded in the “details of actual events” (Sacks, 1984a: 26). CA involves the study of 
technical transcripts of recordings of everyday (e.g., domestic telephone calls, face to face 
talk between friends) and institutional (e.g., various workplace and organizational settings) 
talk, focusing on the turn-by-turn organization of interaction and studying ‘social life as it 
happens’ (Boden, 1990). It has developed into an influential programme of work with many 
findings about how conversation works. 
Sacks’s (1984b: 413) describes the basic aim of CA thus: “…to see how finely the 
details of actual, naturally occurring conversation can be subjected to analysis that will yield 
the technology of conversation. The idea is to take singular sequences of conversation and 
tear them apart in such a way as to find rules, techniques, procedures, methods, maxims (a 
collection of terms that more or less relate to each other and that I use somewhat 
interchangeably) that can be used to generate the orderly features we find in the conversations 
we examine. The point is, then, to come back to the singular things we observe in a singular 
sequence, with some rules that handle those singular features, and also, necessarily, handle 
lots of other events”.  
This quote is suggestive of CA’s roots in ethnomethodology (EM: literally, ‘the study 
of people’s methods’), a programme developed by another sociologist, Garfinkel (1967) 
which was, in turn influenced by the phenomenological philosophy of Schütz (e.g. 1962) and 
Goffman’s (e.g. 1959) work on the interaction order. Garfinkel’s basic idea was that people 
in society, or members, continuously engage in making sense of the world and, in so doing, 
methodically display their understandings of it: making their activities “visibly-rational-and-
reportable-for-all-practical-purposes” (Garfinkel, 1967: vii). Language is central to the EM 
project of explicating members’ methods for producing orderly and accountable social 
activities. For Schegloff (1996: 4), talk is “the primordial scene of social life … through 
which the work of the constitutive institutions of societies gets done”. And so EM’s most 
thorough-going empirical translation was through conversation analytic studies of every kind 
of social setting, studying ‘the world as it happens’ (Boden, 1990). 
Within its home discipline of sociology, EM “did not find a ready or full-hearted 
acceptance” (Heritage, 1984: 224), often being trivialized as “a method without substance” 
(Coser, 1975). Later, CA and EM became increasingly contrasted with other theorized, 
explicitly political and ‘interested’ forms of qualitative analysis (e.g., Billig, 1999; Schegloff, 
1997; Wetherell, 1998). It is relatively common, then, outside of the empirical work itself, to 
find CA and EM ‘accused’ of being atheoretical in their approaches and methods, for their 
‘pointless’ empiricism; their dangerous adoption of relativism; their focus on ‘nothing but the 
text’, and their failure to deal with subjectivity (for examples of such criticism, see Frosh, 
1999; Parker, 2005: 91-92; for replies, see Edwards, Ashmore & Potter, 1995; Edwards, 
2006; 2007). Furthermore, CA’s preference for recordings of actual interaction, as opposed to 
retrospective interviews, has been criticized by those researchers who take as their primary 
data what people say in interviews and focus groups (e.g., Griffin, 2007) – often under the 
aegis of ‘psychosocial’ and, particularly, ‘thematic’ or ‘interpretative phenomenological’ 
analysis (see Benwell & Stokoe, 2006). As Lynch (2001) writes, “Ethnomethodology has 
been criticized for its apparent lack of epistemological foundation and normative 
commitment, but proponents of the approach argue that their understandings and judgments 
have an ordinary basis in communal life rather than an epistemological foundation furnished 
by an academic school, theory, or method.”  
CA/EM also rejects a traditional social science approach to the relevance of a society’s 
categories to understanding social life. Rather than start with, say, gender, class, ethnicity, 
culture, personality, and so on, to develop claims about how such categories are related to 
varying accounts, behaviour, or codified variables of some kind, CA starts with how 
participants themselves make relevant such categories in particular courses of social action 
(see Benwell & Stokoe, 2006). For example, speakers invoke gender categories in specific 
ways to accomplish particular interactional goals, such as complaints, denials or accusations 
(see Stokoe, 2009; 2010). In the body of CA work on gender, sexuality and ethnicity that has 
emerged in the last twenty years, many of the findings both upend what we think we know 
about the impact of gender on, say, interruption (see Kitzinger, 2008), while at the same time 
demonstrating the import of such categories to everyday social life. 
Much of the criticism of CA/EM is caricatured. Interestingly, it fails to engage in (or 
challenge) the details of the actual empirical work and its findings about social interaction. 
Instead, critics make sweeping, and erroneous, claims about CA/EM’s (lack of) underlying 
theory (see Stokoe et al, 2012). For us, CA/EM is grounded in ethnomethodological theory, 
of course; a theory of social order and social organization. But it is also embedded in a theory 
of language. Grounded in Wittgenstein’s (1963) ordinary language philosophy, and perhaps 
best articulated in the psychological manifestation of ethnomethodology, discursive 
psychology, CA/EM rejects the communication or transmission view of language. In other 
words, it rejects the theory that language is simply a tool to access the minds, cognitions, 
attitudes, experience, emotions, and so on, which ‘lie beneath’ (Edwards & Potter, 1992). In 
that sense, CA/EM is akin to approaches that align themselves with the now well-trodden 
path of performativity, constructionism, and so on, treating language as constitutive and 
action-oriented (Stokoe, 2008).  
 
Conversation analysis and application 
 
While conversation analysts pay a great deal of attention to the ‘primordial’ settings of 
everyday or ‘ordinary’ life (Schegloff, 1996), CA’s roots lie in Sacks’s study of an 
institutional or ‘applied’ setting: telephone calls to a Los Angeles Suicide Prevention Centre. 
Since then, they have studied workplaces of all kinds, alongside domestic settings (see 
Llewellyn & Hindmarsh, 2010, for an overview). Regarding the ordinary/institutional 
distinction, ordinary talk has been defined as “forms of interaction that are not confined to 
specialized settings or to the execution of particular tasks” (Heritage, 2005: 104). The 
organization of ordinary talk has been found to contrast systematically with institutional talk. 
For example, in institutional settings, participants have institution-specific goals to 
accomplish, and the kinds of contributions that can be made are constrained. The practices of 
ordinary conversation (as ‘master institution’) are therefore used and adapted in more 
‘specialized and restricted’ contexts (Heritage, 2005: 104). 
Doing ‘applied’ or ‘institutional’ conversation analysis, in contrast to ‘pure’ or 
‘ordinary’ CA, has been the subject of discussion across the discipline, with much of the 
focus being on the distinguish-ability between institutional and ordinary settings, the location 
of institutionality in talk or setting, and the empirical value of studies of talk applied settings 
over conducting ‘basic’ groundwork with ‘ordinary’ data (e.g., Benwell & Stokoe, 2006; 
Drew & Sorjonen, 1997; ten Have, 1999; Heritage, 2005; Hester & Francis, 2001).  
Furthermore, in a broader academic context where interventions are simultaneously prized by 
governments and funding bodies, yet often treated as less ‘intellectually satisfying’ and 
esteemed by academics themselves (e.g., von Prondzynski, 2009), this chapter (and this 
book) raises questions about ‘blue skies’ versus ‘interventionist’ research and the inevitable 
hierarchical ordering of this dichotomy.  
Despite these debates, conversation analysts have been making interventions in 
institutional practice for some years (see chapters in Antaki, 2011, and papers in a special 
issue of Research on Language and Social Interaction, 2014). Application is possible 
because of a central insight of CA: that talk is highly routinized and systematic, with “order 
at all points” (Sacks, 1992: 484). In contrast to Chomsky’s (e.g., 1957) assumption that, 
because real talk is too disorderly to study, linguists should study invented or idealized talk, 
the cumulative body of CA research has shown that it is ‘repetitive, uniform, typical and 
cohort-independent’ practices that comprise social life (Heap, 1990: 46). 
It is this systematicity in social interaction, as revealed through analysis, which permits 
the kinds of interventions made by conversation analysts. Writing about medical settings in 
particular, Heritage (2009) argues that “the examination of real data using CA is found by 
many to be a potent experience capable of triggering changes in attitudes and clinic practices 
that are beneficial for patient care”. For example, Booth and Swabey (1999) developed a 
communication skills programme for carers of people with aphasia, using CA to produce 
individually tailored advice, with an assessment technique called the “Conversation Analysis 
Profile for People with Aphasia” (Whitworth, Perkins & Lesser, 1997). Pre- and post-
intervention measures included whether or not carers understood more accurately their 
relatives’ aphasia, whether or not the severity of the aphasia decreased,  and whether or not 
trouble sources could be repaired more quickly, with some positive results.   
In that conversation analysis is grounded in exposing the rules or maxims that ordinary 
people use to interact with one another – from turn-taking to turn design – there is less of a 
conceptual, theoretical and epistemic ‘gap’ between theorist and practitioner; between 
academic and user, than in more theoretical approaches to qualitative analysis. In institutional 
settings, practitioners’ expertise is in doing their job. CA expertise is in exposing systematic 
patterns in practitioners’ interaction, including what works and does not work. We move on 
to consider the relationship between conversation analyst, practitioner and communication 
training in the next section. 
 
Communication training, simulation and guidance 
 
Communication training and assessment is dominated by simulation or ‘role-play’. These are 
ubiquitous method for training people in workplace settings of all kinds to better interact with 
other colleagues and members of the public. Van Hasselt, Romano and Vecchi (2008) define 
role-play as “simulations of real-world interpersonal encounters, communications, or events” 
(p. 251). Typically, role play methods involve the people being trained or assessed interacting 
with actors or other simulated interlocutors, using “narrative adaptations” of hypothetical or 
actual scenarios as the basis for the simulated encounter (Van Hasselt et al, 2008: 254, see 
also Rosenbaum & Ferguson, 2006). In addition to its training function, role-play is used to 
assess ‘communication skills’ across numerous workplace settings. It is also used more 
generally as a pedagogical tool in educational contexts (e.g., Andresen, 2005), and to assess 
other sorts of psychological competences (e.g., Leising, Rehbein & Sporberg, 2007).  
The guiding assumption of simulated encounters is that they mimic sufficiently ‘real 
life’ interactional events to be effective in two ways: to practice the conversational moves 
that would comprise an actual encounter, and to assess what participants do in an actual 
encounter. However, as we have discussed elsewhere (Stokoe, 2011; 2014), the authenticity 
of role-played interaction is assumed and asserted, but largely untested. Indeed, we have 
shown that there are some striking differences between simulated and actual encounters (cf. 
Leder Mackley & Pink, this volume, on re-enactments of domestic activities such as doing 
the laundry for the purposes of video ethnography research versus the natural occurrence 
outwith the researcher presence). For instance, in a study comparing police officers 
interviewing real suspects with officers in training interviewing actors playing the part of 
suspects, Stokoe (2013a) found that officers in training did things that they did not do in 
actual encounters. A number of differences emerged between the two sets of recorded 
interviews, in terms of the way actions such as eliciting suspects’ names or explaining rights 
to legal representation were accomplished. In simulations, such actions were unpacked more 
elaborately, exaggeratedly, or explicitly, ensuring that particular features of their talk were 
made interactionally visible. A useful analogy might be taking a driving test and showing the 
examiner that ‘I am looking in the rear-view mirror’ by gesturing one’s head unambiguously 
towards it.  
This comparative analysis has a number of implications, including the importance of 
doing such comparative work in other settings, particularly in medical and healthcare 
interaction where role-play is used pervasively, to challenge the stasis of simulation as the 
only way to train professionals. Conversation analysis reveals what is often referred to as 
‘tacit knowledge’ – that is, the “routine practices and ordinary language” – that people to 
progress through any encounter (Lynch, 2001: 136; see Ryle, 1963). Tacit knowledge of 
conversation, as opposed to ‘explicit knowledge’, may include things that speakers do to ask 
effective questions, respond well to requests, or explain services in an appealing way. But 
this knowledge is difficult to articulate post-hoc. While practitioners may be effective in their 
real-time encounters, they are rarely able to specify what worked, when positive outcomes 
turn on a particular word, intonation, or question format. As Kelly (2009: 245) notes, “there 
are oral communication competencies that workers have developed and use to effect in their 
everyday practices but which have not been articulated and thus are not recognised in 
assessment measures related to training packages. The analysis of recordings of the talk used 
in authentic tasks, through which such competencies are made visible, can offer one way to 
ensure that such competencies become not only available for assessment but also available 
for formal recognition and credit for trainee employees”.  
Yet training for, and assessment of, communicative encounters, is often built from 
people’s attempts to make explicit their tacit knowledge and build that into guidance and 
recommendations. We argue that this leads to failures in identifying the right ‘trainables’ or 
‘assessables’, because people’s ‘memories’ of their communicative encounters are shaped by 
stereotypes and normative assumptions (a classic psychological insight into the way memory 
works: Neisser, 1962). This argument is cashed out empirically when one compares, say, 
guidance for police officers to ask effective initial questions of suspects with what works in 
actual encounters. The guidance states that  
 
Best-practice interview protocols advise that interviewers elicit a ‘free-narrative’ 
account of offences through adherence to non-leading open-ended questions where 
possible, i.e., questions that encourage an elaborate response without dictating what 
specific information is required” (Powell et al, 2010). 
 
Consider the following extract, from an interview between police officer and suspect. The 
data are transcribed using Jefferson’s (2004) system for conversation analysis, and the 
transcript includes information about timed gaps and pauses (numbers in brackets) and other 
markings relevant to intonation and pacing. We will explain these symbols when it becomes 
relevant to the analytic point we are making. The code ‘RP1’ is a corpus-identifier and is 
standard practice when referring to particular recordings in a large collection. P is the officer; 
S is the suspect. 
 
Extract 1: RP1, police interview 
 
1 P: FIRstly um: (.) I’d like y’t’tell me about (0.8) your day: (.)  
2  from: when you woke up this mornin’ until the point that we met. 
3   (1.8) 
4 S: *Uh:: got up,h* (0.6) *went t’th’toilet:* (1.4) ’ad breakfast:  
5  (0.3) wen’ t’Tesco, (1.4) got ju:mped on. 
6   (1.1) 
7 P: Okay, .hhh um: (.) would y’care t’re- to: (0.4) expand on tha’  
8  an’ give me some more detail.=t’describe: (0.6) your day. 
9   (0.3) 
10 S: *Uhm::* (1.1) *got up,* (1.2) wen’ toilet, h (2.5) uh:: (1.4)  
11  wen’ for a poo, (0.5) £.shih£ (0.4) uh: (.) wen’ downstairs:  
12  (1.8) uh: put toast in: toaster, [...] 
 
A basic observation about this extract is that P’s question at line 1 adheres to the ideal 
question format as described in Powell et al (2010). Indeed, Powell et al’s description of best 
practice will be familiar to any social scientist who has read guidance for semi-structured or 
narrative interviewing of research participants. Yet, in the interview above, it generates an 
account from S that is not what was sought from P; our evidence for this is that P redesigns 
the question and asks it again (lines 7-9). Compare this to another example, from another 
interview. 
 
Extract 2: PN-8, police interview 
 
1 P: Could you tell me (0.3) uh the circumstances that le:d  (0.4)  
2  t’[you bein’ arrested. 
3 S:    [Uh- basically, (0.8) me an’ Bob ’ad a little (0.6) ding-dong  
4  we’re fallin’ ou:t,  (0.) ’e chucked me ou:t an’ I just fli:pped  
5  an’ I went- (0.7) I jus’ (0.4) ’it his doo:r with me golf club  
6  basically, (0.5) that was it,   
 
In Extract 2, P’s question is markedly (or subtly, depending on one’s preferred level of 
engagement with conversational data!) different to what happens in Extract 1. The turns are 
grammatically different (“could you tell me” is a yes/no interrogative formatted question; 
“I’d like you to tell me” is an imperative); they include different noun phrases (“your day”; 
“the circumstances” and verbs (“met”; “arrested”), and focus broadly (Extract 1) or more 
narrowly (Extract 2). They also produce quite different kinds of responses from suspects; in 
Extract 2, S produces an account of his actions that orient to the relevant part of the day and 
his actions in a different way to S in Extract 1.  
 Here, then, we can see that the ‘guidance’ question does not produce the kind of 
account that is valued by officers. Another type of question does that and, one might argue, 
should therefore feature in guidance. It is also relevant to point out that Extract 1 comes from 
a simulation, in which the officer translates the guidance into an ‘ideal’ question and the 
suspect, an actor, subverts the process by doing things that real suspects do not. More 
generally, we found that paid actors playing the part of suspects often did things that real 
suspects did not – because they could; because the consequences for them were not as they 
would be for a real suspect in a real interview (Stokoe, 2013a).  
 In another research project (see Shaw, Stokoe, Gallagher et al, frth), we analysed 
neonatologists interacting with parents of extremely premature babies. We focused on 
episodes of talk in which critical care decisions were being initiated and progressed between 
the parties. We found that two distinct communicative approaches to decision-making were 
used by doctors: ‘making recommendations’ and ‘providing options.’ Different trajectories 
for parental involvement in decision-making were afforded by each design, as well as 
differences in terms of the alignments, or conflicts, between doctors and parents. ‘Making 
recommendations’, which included direct invocation of the ‘best interests of the baby’, led to 
misalignment and reduced opportunities for questions and collaboration; ‘providing options’ 
led to an aligned approach with opportunities for questions and fuller participation in the 
decision-making process. However, we also found that published guidance for such 
conversations recommends that doctors invoke ‘best interest’ (e.g., Royal College of 
Paediatrics and Child Health, 2004).  
Guidance for communication, then, is, at best, normative and ineffective or, at worst, 
counterproductive to professional and other communicative goals. It is generally driven by a 
theory of communication, top-down, rather than bottom-up, from practice to guidance (e.g., 
Rogan, Hammer & Van Zandt, 1997; Vecchi, Van Hasselt & Romano, 2005). In contrast to 
these traditional ways of evolving guidance, and using role-playing techniques to enact that 
guidance, the Conversation Analytic Role-play Method (CARM) is an evidence-based, 
bottom-up approach that aims to identify ‘trainables’ and produce guidance and training on 
the basis of conversation analytic research about the sorts of problems can occur in 
interaction, as well as the techniques and strategies that best resolve these problems. These 
are identified by analysing people’s endogenous practices as they do their communicative 
work. CARM uses animated audio- and video-recordings of real-time, actual encounters as 
the basis of its training technique, and thus provides a unique opportunity to discuss and 
evaluate, in slow motion, actual talk as people do their jobs. It also provides an evidence base 
for making decisions about effective practice and communication policy in organizations.  
Emmison (2013: 5) has recently commented that, “in the context of the need for CA to make 
its findings more relevant for lay practitioners, Stokoe’s development of CARM – the 
Conversation Analysis Role-Play Method – is perhaps the most significant of these 
developments”.  We turn to the development of CARM in the next section. 
 
The Conversation Analytic Role-play Method 
 
CARM is, first and foremost, an approach based on conversation analytic evidence about the 
sorts of problems and roadblocks can occur in interaction, as well as the techniques and 
strategies that best resolve and overcome them. The research findings that were to underpin 
CARM workshops were generated in an UK Research Council-funded study of neighbour 
disputes (e.g., Stokoe & Edwards, 2009). The project was designed around collecting 
naturally-occurring data from contexts in which neighbours might talk to one another and 
engage in defining what counted as a ‘good neighbour relationship’. In addition to police-
suspect investigative interviews in cases of neighbour crime, and calls into various local 
authority council offices, we approached community mediation services to ask if they might 
record encounters between mediators and clients. Towards the end of the project, the focus 
turned away from analysing the design of neighbour complaints and towards the organization 
of initial inquiries themselves, and, in particular, whether or not callers became clients of 
community mediation organizations by the end of their encounter with a mediator. Given that 
the services are generally free, it was surprising that many callers were not ‘converted’ into 
clients.  
As conversation analysts, we know that our data provides the basis for ‘naturally-
occurring experiments’ which can, because of the ‘next turn proof procedure’, generate 
evidence about the effectiveness or otherwise of communicative practices. In analysing initial 
inquiries to mediation services, we found that certain types of mediator activities were more 
likely than others to result in a positive outcome. For example, as we will illustrate in the next 
section, we identified ways of explaining mediation that were more or less effective, 
demonstrated by callers’ responses (Stokoe, 2013). By collecting such endogenous 
measurements, CA provides evidence of the outcomes achieved with ‘interactional nudges’, 
from uncovering how customers are encouraged to pay ‘gift aid’ on their entrance fee in an 
art gallery (Llewellyn, n.d.) to the difference one word can make to reduce patients’ unmet 
concerns in consultations with GPs (Heritage, Robinson, Elliott, Beckett & Wilkes, 2007). By 
identifying practices that led to successful and unsuccessful outcomes, we generated 
research-based information for mediators to better engage callers and convert them into 
clients: a bottom-line issue for services (e.g., Edwards & Stokoe, 2007; Stokoe, 2013b).  
This research fed into the development, with further research council funding for 
knowledge exchange, of CARM. CARM workshops, using anonymized recordings presented 
in real time with technical transcripts, take trainees through the live unfolding of actual 
service encounters, stopping to discuss, then explain, the practices that work, or do not work 
(Stokoe, 2011). A workshop is developed by selecting extracts from research findings about a 
particular practice (e.g., explaining a service). In workshops, animation software is used to 
play the audio and transcript synchronously. This means that workshop participants live 
through conversations without knowing what is coming next, and then ‘role-play’ what they 
might do next to handle the situation. If party A makes a particular comment, how might 
party B respond most appropriately? Participants discuss likely responses in small groups and 
report to the whole group. At that point party B’s actual response is played. Participants 
evaluate what party B did, report back to the whole group. Participants see and evaluate 
different responses, identifying effective practice on the basis of what actually happens in real 
interaction. CARM provides participants with a unique opportunity to examine 
communicative practices in forensic detail, and to understand what works from a rigorous 
empirical basis. Examining the anonymized talk of people doing the work that participants do 
is often instantly compelling; there is also a ready fit between CA research (in which analysts 
make explicit members’ own analyses of each turn as an interaction unfolds), and showing 
conversational data to non-CA audiences, because the conceptual gap between research and 
practice is small.  
 
From caller to client 
 
One set of workshops has been built from studies of the initial inquiries, or intake calls, that 
people make to mediation services. As we have shown elsewhere (Stokoe, 2013b), callers to 
mediation services typically do not know anything about mediation and have often been 
given the number by another organisation. It is a challenge, then, for call-takers to sell an 
unknown service to someone who did not know they wanted that service in the first place. 
But describing and selling mediation to potential clients is something that can be done in 
different ways. Some ways work, others do not. This matters, because if mediators only 
manage to convert a small number of callers into clients, then the service will struggle to 
survive. Indeed, several of the services from whom we originally collected data no longer 
exist.  
When people call a mediation service, their first substantive project is to explain the 
problem they are having with their neighbour, partner, or whomever they are having a dispute 
with. After the caller has explained their problem, mediators explain what mediation involves. 
Analysis revealed that this information can be packaged in different ways, particularly with 
regards to the way mediators explain ‘impartiality’. Inside the ‘naturally occurring 
experiments’ of conversational data, we can see the effectiveness of different explanations by 
examining how callers respond to them. The effectiveness of the explanation is in the next 
turn. The extract below is typical of one way that mediators explain the impartiality of the 
process. Before seeing this explanation, we often ask mediators to produce an explanation of 
impartiality that they might use on their organization’s website. 
 
Extract 3a: HC-7 
 
1 M: We wouldn’t take si:des, we wouldn’t- (0.7) try an’ decide who’s right 
2  or wrong but would- .hh would try to help you both um:: (0.8)  
3  sort out uh: the differences between: (0.2) between you. 
 
Across the data, we found was that explanations like this one, that include phrases like “we 
don’t take sides”, “we don’t decide who’s right or wrong”,  as well as other things like “we 
don’t have any authority” or “we don’t offer solutions”. These phrases co-occurred with the 
caller saying ‘no’ to mediation. However, these sorts of phrases are regularly used by 
mediators to explain the process, including on their websites. After discussing M’s 
explanation, the caller’s response is revealed. 
 
Extract 3b: HC-7 
 
1 M: We wouldn’t take si:des, we wouldn’t- (0.7) try an’ decide who’s right 
2  or wrong but would- .hh would try to help you both um:: (0.8)  
3  sort out uh: the differences between: (0.2) between you. 
4   (2.5) 
5 C: Well I-hh (1.2) to be qui:te honest I don’t think she’d cooperate. 
 
Because callers have phoned up with a one-sided problem – it is the other party’s fault – the 
offer of a two-sided solution is generally unattractive. As noted earlier, callers take 
opportunities to negatively characterize the other party, and this kind of account, that the 
other party is ‘the kind of person who won’t mediate’, was commonly used in callers’ 
rejections of mediation as a course of action. Explanations of mediation that focused on 
process and procedure, and did not include phrases like “we don’t take sides”, were more 
effective in keeping callers engaged and more likely to agree to mediate. 
By this point in workshops, participants have learned a lot about CA’s technical 
transcription, and know that the silence at line 4, when it is played, as indicative of upcoming 
bad news. What they see is that, at line 4, what does not happen is an enthusiastic response to 
M’s explanation. Again, they discuss what they might do in response to line 5.  
 
Extract 3c: HC-7 
 
1 M: We wouldn’t take si:des, we wouldn’t- (0.7) try an’ decide who’s  
2  right or wrong but would- .hh would try to help you both um::  
3  (0.8) sort out uh: the differences between: (0.2) between you. 
4   (2.5) 
5 C: Well I-hh (1.2) to be qui:te honest I don’t think she’d cooperate. 
6   (0.4) 
7 M: N:o:. 
 
We found that some mediators have effective ways to handle this most common route out of 
mediation: that the other person is unlikely to mediate. However, M does not. He does not 
know that this way of formulating mediation is likely to generate such a response, and does 
not have a strategy for handling it. In CARM workshops, we present a number of 
explanations that do not work, and a number that do. Here is an example of a different type of 
explanation. 
 
Extract 4: EC-37 
 
1 M: We’re a mediation projec-  (0.4) project in the:: (.) Stockham area, (0.2) 
2 C: Ye[h. 
3 M:     [.hhh and what - (0.2) we try t’help neighbours that are in dispute::, [.hhh =  
4 C:                                                                                                                 [Uhuh. 
5 M: =What we do first um: .pt send a letter out to your neighbour straight away .hh  
6  t’say that: y- we’ve been in touch with you, .h[hh  and hm- ask ’em (0.2)=  
7 C:                                                                           [Yeh, 
8 M: = whether they would (0.4) .hhh get in touch with us so that we can discuss it  
9  with them? Hh= 
10 C: =Yeh, 
11 M: If they sa::y- if they phone up an’ say yes then we make an arrangement t’come   
12  an’ see you both separately, .hhhhh [but with (0.3) but with the aim of: (0.2)= 
13 C:                                                           [Yes. 
14 M: =<eventually,> gettin’ (0.3) round a table an’ discussing matters with you all, 
15 C: M[m:. 
16 M:     [.hhh to try an’ come t’some sort of an agree:ment of: ways you can go  
17  fo:rward. 
 
In contrast to Extract 3, in this case the mediator explains mediation as a process, and in 
terms of what it does, rather than what it does not do. The evidence that this explanation is 
‘working’ is in the caller’s regular responses as each component of the explanation is 
produced. Note that the mediator does not hide from the caller that they will talk to their 
neighbour; but neither do they invoke notions of ‘sides’. They describe the process as 
impartial, in a way, but do not explicitly articulate it as ideology. Overall, mediators are able 
to see directly how to engage prospective clients from the evidence playing out in front of 
them. The research (Stokoe, 2013b) showed that procedural rather than ideological 
explanations of mediation were more effective in getting callers to become clients of their 
service, and that effectiveness could be assessed within the call itself.  
Not only did the research underpin telephone training for mediators, but it has also 
underpinned wider interventions in the way mediation services promote and explain 
mediation on their websites and leaflets. In 2014, we provided consultancy input into the UK 
Ministry of Justice to change the wording and design of their promotional mediation 
materials. What is important about our intervention is that, rather than test the efficacy of 
website wording in focus groups, where participants are not invested in become a client right 
now, for a particular reason, today, and then decide that the wording ‘works’, we were able 
to provide evidence-based input into wording and design. We were able to draw on our 
research about what works to engage prospective clients; to engage people who will (or will 
not) become a client of mediation in a live interactional moment. 
 
Interactional nudge 
 
The interactional data presented above allows us to measure, within the interaction itself, the 
impact and outcome of particular forms of language, designs of questions, and so on. In this 
way, it pulls conversation analytic research towards the territory of behavioural change (e.g., 
Dolan et al, 2012; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008), which is of key interest to policy-makers around 
the world. Thaler and Sunstein define a ‘nudge’ as “any aspect of the choice architecture that 
alters people’s behavior in a predictable way without forbidding any options or significantly 
changing their economic incentives”. There are many well-known examples of nudge theory 
in action, and many of these are language based. For example, Goldstein, Cialdini and 
Griskevicius (2008) examined the relative effectiveness of different signs in hotel bathrooms 
about towel recycling using a randomized design. They found that “Appeals employing 
descriptive norms (e.g., “the majority of guests reuse their towels”) proved superior to a 
traditional appeal widely used by hotels that focused solely on environmental protection” (p. 
472), in that statistically significantly more hotel guests recycled in the first condition.  
What is missing in the ‘nudge’ literature, and therefore what CA can contribute, is the 
interactional basis for randomized controlled trials – for those who require statistical 
confidence in research findings. Compare the next two sets of extracts, again from calls to 
mediation services. In Extracts 5-7, the mediator explains mediation using a particular word 
from its ideology: it is ‘voluntary’.  
 
Extract 5: HC-2 
 
1 M: U:h (0.5) an:d  (.) we:: (0.4) it’s a voluntary process, .hh so that (.) if your 
2  neighbours were: (0.4) unwilling: (.) t’be involved in .h (.) mediation then there:  
3  (.) is nothing more (.) we could do:.  
. 
22 C: I’ve seen her out doin the fishwife bit shoutin’ at all the other residents in the  
23  street. so that’s not gonna work. .h 
24 M: M:m. It doesn’t sound very promising,.h 
 
Extract 6: DG-5 
 
1 M: .hhh so mediation *i*s- is a slightly sort of different process. 
2   .hhh uh[m it-  ] it’s a voluntary proce:ss:?= 
3  C:     [Right.] 
4 M:  =.hh it’s not for everybody? .mhhh .pt uh:m(b) but it’s [to-  ] 
5 C:                                                       [Yea]h to be honest it 
6   does[n’t sound] like it's for me,=’cause I know it’s (uh) gonna be all= 
7 M:            [(Mhhh)   ] 
8 C: =uh- a waste of time, 
 
Extract 7: FMNE-7 
 
1 M: Uh: mediation’s voluntary.= so that first appointment is all abou:t:   
2  (0.2) .thhh you know. us giving you enough information. .hhh to see  
3  whether it’s going to work for you. 
4   (.) 
5 M: .hhh uh::m an:d: as I say it’s absolutely voluntary,=so:: (.) you know.  
6  (0.2) for b- for each of you. .hhh uh:m if you decide not to proceed that’s  
7  fine.(m) 
8   (0.2) 
9 M: .mhhh .ptk uh::m […] 
 
In each case, the word ‘voluntary’ is closely associated with the caller starting to withdraw 
more or less actively from the call. In Extract 6, the problem with mediation being 
‘voluntary’ is articulated by the mediator himself: “if your neighbours were: (0.4) unwilling: 
(.) t’be involved in .h (.) mediation then there: (.) is nothing more (.) we could do:.”. A few 
lines later, the upshot of the call is the agreement between caller and mediator that it is 
unlikely that the caller’s neighbour would mediate. Here, the mediator has offered the way 
out of mediation to the caller using exactly the same kind of account that callers themselves 
use (cf. Extract 3c “I don’t think she’d cooperate”).  
 In Extract 6, not only does the mediator promote the fact that mediation is voluntary 
(line 2), she also provides an account which functions as a way out for the caller (“it’s not for 
everybody”). This may be true, but it is not an effective sales pitch! At line 5, the caller does 
not wait for the mediator to complete her turn before rejecting mediation as a course of action 
– something that will be a “waste of time”. Finally, in Extract 7, note the lack of alignment 
from the caller as the mediator emphasises the voluntary nature of mediation: compare it to 
Extract 4 in which the caller shows her alignment to the mediator’s explanation by filling 
each turn with a ‘continuer’: “yes” or “yeah”. Note also that in Extract 4, the mediator does 
not hide the fact that the process is ‘voluntary’; the process is conditional on the participation 
of the other party (“if they phone up an’ say yes”). However, she does not use the word itself. 
 Finally, consider the following brief extracts. In Extract 8, the mediator has explained 
mediation and is now asking the caller directly if she wants to use the service. 
 
Extract 8a: EC-37 
 
1 M:  Does that sound .hhh like it might be helpful to you? 
2   (0.7) 
 
We know from line 2 – a gap of 0.7 seconds – that it is likely that the caller is about to 
produce a rejection-implicative turn. Conversation analysis, by examining talk in such 
forensic detail, is able to pin-point key moments in interaction that show trouble ahead. If the 
caller was enthusiastic about mediation, this would reveal itself at line 2 (e.g., “that sounds 
great!”; “yes it does”, etc.). Let us see the caller’s response. 
 
Extract 8b: EC-37 
 
1 M:  Does that sound .hhh like it might be helpful to you? 
2   (0.7) 
3 C: I- uh-  (0.2) it might be but um:: (0.3) I’m not too sure at this stage about  
4  (0.6) you know, how long- y- seein’ this: gi:rl, [at all, 
 
The caller’s response is indeed a classic ‘dispreferred’ response, in that it is delayed, it 
includes an appreciation “it might be” and an account which starts to invoke the other party 
(“this girl”). In a CARM workshop, we ask mediators to consider what they might do to 
nevertheless encourage the caller to become their client. 95% of mediators do not come up 
with what actually works, even though we have found the practice quite regularly across our 
data corpus. This suggests that people are not good at recalling their experience sufficiently 
to know what works in these crucial moments, even if they may use it in practice. What 
works is revealed in Extract 8c. 
 
Extract 8c: EC-37 
 
1 M:  Does that sound .hhh like it might be helpful to you? 
2   (0.7) 
3 C: I- uh-  (0.2) it might be but um:: (0.3) I’m not too sure at this stage about  
4  (0.6) you know, how long- y- seein’ this: gi:rl, [at all, 
5 M:                                                                                [W’yeah.=yeh, but you’d be  
6  willin’ t’see two of our media[tors jus’ t’talk about it all. .hhhh] 
7 C:                                                 [Oh of course.    Yeah.  Yeah      ]  definitely. 
 
We found that when mediators ask if callers are ‘willing’, or propose that they are – as in this 
case – callers’ response is quite marked: it is fast (note the overlap at line 7 where the caller 
begins to respond before she has heard all of what is being proposed that she is willing to do!) 
and it is ‘more than’ – she does not just say “yes”. The mediator’s proposal about the caller is 
a moral one: the caller, unlike the caller’s neighbour (cf. Extracts 4 and 5 – “if your 
neighbour was unwilling…”), is the kind of person who will mediate. Here are some further 
more examples of callers’ strong uptake of mediation in response to questions including the 
word ‘willing’. 
 
Extract 9: DG-1 
  
1 M: I’m sure he would be will:ing t’come in and see our mediat[or:?          
2 C:                                                                       [Oh yeah: 
 
Extract 10: CFM-3 
 
1 M: I just- wanted to see if you would be willing to attend a: a session as well. 
2 C: I’m more than happy to go down that route. 
 
Extract 11: EC-38 
 
1 M: Okay then, so would you be willin’ f’two of our mediators to call round 
2  and talk to you about it all? 
3 C: Yeh I’m more than [willing]. 
 
Extract 12: DG-19 
 
1 M: =Is that something that you would be willing to [do:.        ]= 
2 C:                                    [I would-]= 
3 C: =I would be willing to do it.=ye[s:.           ] 
4 M:               [.ptk (th)at]’s grea:[t.      ] 
5 C:            [Just-] (.) do anything just  
6   to try and get to see my son,=you know, 
 
In each case, note that the caller responds immediately and with more than a ‘yes’ response 
(“Oh yeah”; “I’m more than happy”; “I’m more than willing”; “I would…”). Indeed, in 
Extracts 8 and 9, the “Oh” indicates the caller’s position preceded the question; that they – 
unlike their neighbour or partner – were always willing to mediate.  
 Here, then, we have seen how certain linguistic interventions make it more or less 
likely that callers will engage in a particular behaviour – or at least take the first step of 
saying ‘yes’ on the phone and making an appointment. Conversation analysis provides 
insights into what works and what is not effective in these and other environments and, for 
other types of researchers, the foundations for statistical interventions, randomized controlled 
trials, and so on. Even without this sort of evidence, we were consulted by the UK Ministry 
of Justice and, on the basis of our research, changed the language used to describe family 
mediation in government promotional materials online, in posters and on leaflets. This 
intervention demonstrates the impact of conversation analytic research in surprising settings, 
and how one might translate findings about effective spoken interaction to the written word. 
How does one best learn the effectiveness of a published explanation of a service like 
mediation? One could run focus groups with potential users, but these participants do not 
have the same stake in evaluating an explanation as a caller, live, on the phone, deciding in 
the context of calling for help. One could ask other professionals, who may give an opinion. 
Or one can test, live, the effectiveness of an explanation by seeing the outcome in a call such 
as those illustrated above. Spoken interaction, as a ‘naturally occurring experiment’, provides 
the best evidence about what works, in a setting that matters.  
Discussion and implications 
 
This edited collection showcases a number of real world interventions in practice and training 
based on social science research. Focusing particularly on conversation analysis, we have 
made four key observations: (1) that conversation analysis and ethnomethodology’s methods 
and theory underpin an empirical research database revealing the systematicity of social 
interaction; (2) that this systematicity provides the basis for making interventions in practice, 
through communication training, in myriad social, legal and medical settings; (3) that 
traditional forms of communication training, often developed top-down from theory, produce 
egregious guidance and simulated encounters that do not reflect actual interaction, and, (4) 
that the Conversation Analytic Role-play Method provides a robust, research-based 
alternative to traditional forms of training.  
The applied conversation analytic research described in this chapter has not only helped 
mediators and other practitioners across numerous domains, in the field, but pushed the 
scholarly field of CA forward. It starts to debunk the notion that CA is atheoretical (it is 
grounded in ethnomethodology and is connected to fields like behavioural science) or that it 
is ‘a method without substance’ (it is a method with the power to identify and realise social 
change). Its insistence on studying social life via recordings of actual interaction, rather than 
rely on post-hoc interviews or simulations, has important payoffs when it comes to 
identifying what is effective in workplace communication of all kinds. Although CA’s 
original home was sociology, its remit is inter- and multidisciplinary, with analysts working 
in settings from medicine to human geography, and from education to business studies. The 
potential of CA, and CARM, to be a route to impact and intervention is beginning to be 
realised (Emmison, 2013).  
One question that arises is whether or not using the methods and empirical findings of 
conversation analytic research can be used to deliver practitioner and user interventions while 
maintaining the integrity of the academic endeavour (see Stokoe, Hepburn & Antaki, 2012). 
Which sites do we choose to study (see Heap, 1990)? On whose ‘side’ do we intervene? 
Much CA research focuses on the sorts of ‘socially responsible’ agencies and social services 
(e.g., primary medical care in Robinson & Heritage, 2014; speech therapy in Beeke et al, 
2014; Koole & Mak, 2014, welfare services in Drew et al, 2014; neurological diagnosis, in 
Jenkins & Reuber, 2014, and telephone helplines in Hepburn et al, 2014). For this reason, 
CA-based interventions have a ready academic integrity. But, as we have argued in this 
chapter, CA-based interventions have epistemic integrity. In the world of untested 
communication skills training programmes, for which the simulations used have no empirical 
basis to their claims of authenticity, CARM and related approaches deliver workplace 
interventions grounded uncompromisingly in empirical findings about the communicative 
practices that comprise the setting.  
In the last two years, CARM’s reach and impact has proliferated. CARM workshops 
were accredited by the UK College of Mediators and the Royal College of Paediatricians and 
Child Health, meaning that participants are awarded ‘Continuing Professional Development’ 
points (‘CPD’) which practitioners must accrue each year. The route to CPD is one way of 
developing wider audiences and demand for training interventions, as well as to generating 
interest in CA research and changing the culture of communication training (see Meagher, 
2013, on the impact of CARM). Furthermore, CARM has recently been commercialized as a 
not-for-profit social enterprise (www.carmtraining.org), securing private as well as public 
sector clients and generating income to employ researchers and cross-subsidize workshops 
for third sector organizations. It also won an Enterprise Award (2013), has been the subject of 
a number of public engagement activities including a TED talk (2014), and won a WIRED 
Innovation Fellowship (2015).  
Such enterprise activities might be steps too far for some. Yet, in a world of limited 
research funding, it generates income to support research and researchers. It has provided 
researchers with a tried-and-tested method for intervention that was developed with research 
council funding, providing leverage for further funding. It shows how what we refer to as 
‘designedly large-scale qualitative research’ can create impact and underlines the clear 
differences between CA and more traditional qualitative forms of inquiry. It also brings CA 
to wide audiences who begin to understand the power of studying interaction scientifically.  
CARM’s unique contribution brings together ethnomethodological theory, conversation 
analytic method and applied practice. CARM projects are, crucially, user-driven, in that 
practitioners (police officers, medics, mediators, salespeople, etc.) approach us to design 
projects that deal directly with communication problems (e.g., hostage negotiation, general 
practice front of house appointment making, securing clients). In this way, theory, practice 
and intervention remain closely integrated throughout projects. Yet they also evolve 
organically rather than purely instrumentally; because CA is thorough-goingly inductive, we 
cannot know ahead of looking at practice what findings will emerge, and therefore what 
‘trainables’ we may identify for any subsequent intervention. In conclusion, we hope to have 
showcased work that manages to address contemporary academic pressures to conduct 
research with impact, while maintaining academic integrity and the scholarly endeavour.  
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